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THE HEBREW TETRAMETER. 

By Prof. C. A. Bbiggs, D. D., 

TTnlon Theological Seminary, New York City. 



In the Hebeaica, April, 1886, 1 gave an account of the Hebrew trimeter, 
and in April, 1887, specimens of the strophical organization of the trimeters. I 
now propose to give some examples of the tetrameter, and in the articles soon to 
follow, to consider the pentameters, hexameters, and the poems of mixed rhythm. 

The tetrameters are measured by four beats of the accent, and are often 
divided by a caesura into two halves, with two beats of the accent in each part. I 
shall first give a poem of equal strophes, and then specimens of strophes of differ- 
ent number of lines. 

1. Psalm xlvi. has three strophes with refrains. The refrain is missing in 
the Hebrew text at the close of the first strophe, but I take the liberty of restor- 
ing it. 

Strophe I. 

rjn norra i vfr orrfTX 

ihd N^aj 1 nrno mry 

p** Toro 1 Nvrvb p-ty 

d»o» ato 1 onn dimi 

vo»o tot iorp 

lrroto onn wjrv 

W max mrr ) 

The strophe is composed of three synonymous distichs. Four lines are te- 
trameters having a caesura in their midst. The last two lines are trimeters, where 
there is no such caesura. It is not uncommon for tetrameters to have occasional 
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trimeter lines to make the movement more rapid, especially at the beginning and 
at the end of strophes. The refrain is a trimeter in the first line and a tetrameter 
in the second line. 

Strophe II. 

DVfwvy inoE» i v^s to 

fvty ♦»B'o snp 

Dion bi i nmp:i ov^n 

npn nusn i o'n 1 ?** rw 

mrteo ido I onj ion 

pN jnon i i^ipn jro 

uoy nixrtt mpr ) 

3pr *n?X I tf? 3JB>0 J 



Eefrain. 



This strophe is also composed of three synonymous distichs. The second 
line is a trimeter. The last four lines are fine examples of the use of the caesura. 

It seems to me quite possible that "1HJ originally belonged to the second 
line. This would make both lines tetrameters, and the parallelism would be 
complete. A prosaic copyist would be likely, to make such a mistake. 

Strophe III. 

nifT nityflo I lrn io 1 ? 

ymQ nor i nw "kpn 

part rrap-iy i monto notro 

mn x spi i "Qb» na>p 

o»rf?K ojn-»3 1 ijm linn 

pM3 DDK I D'VD DV1K 

W mxst mn» ; 



Refrain. 



This strophe is also composed of three synonymous distichs, all tetrameters. 
The traditional text inserts after the fourth line J^JO tpB* nYMy • This is 
not only a trimeter, but it destroys the uniformity of the poem by making the 
strophe of seven lines instead of six, and by making a tristich in a Psalm com- 
posed elsewhere of only distichs. This line has probably crept in from the 
margin as a kindred idea. 

2. Psalm xin. gives an example of gradual decrease in the lines of strophes, 
the first strophe being a complaint, the second a petition, and the third conclud- 
ing with confidence in Jahveh. 
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Strophe I. 

nvj ♦jroKtfi mm nsttny 

't^ajn fro rvew ruN-iy 

dov »aa'?3 }w roK-ny 

♦ty ♦3»n orr roK-ny 

The traditional text omits f7JN~*lJf at the beginning of the fourth line, but 
gives it in every other line. This omission reduces the line to a trimeter and 
destroys the symmetry of the strophe. It should be restored. 

Strophe II. 

♦tfw mm i my nwm 

rnorr ftwffi I w mw? 

vri?y >yx -raw ja 

disk »a i^^ji* nif 

Strophe III. 

nnttt -porn »jw 

Trunin tf? ^ 

>ty l 7Dji-»3 1 mm 1 ? mvew 

The first and second lines of the third strophe are trimeters in order to make 
a more rapid movement. The caesura is evident in the last tetrameter line. 

3. The Dirge of David over Jonathan, 2 Sam. 1. 19-27, is a fine example of a 
tetrameter with refrains. There is great difference of opinion as to its strophical 
organization, due to the place of the three refrains. I am of the opinion that we 
have three diminishing strophes, the first and second beginning with the refrain, 
the latter made up entirely of the refrain itself. The refrain varies slightly. Its 
basis is DH1DJ l^SJ VH i which appears in the first and last refrain in this 
trimeter form ; but, in the second refrain, it is lengthened into a tetrameter by the 
addition of nOrfrOiTTVQ . The refrain is still further modified in the first 
example by being preceded by ^ft TDIOS -1 ?^ ^NltJ" *32ffT ? in tne second 
instance by being followed by ^n Tt'niOD"^ tfttim > an d in the last exam- 
ple by being followed by ,10^70 +?2 TON?) ■ 

Strophe I. 
1 , > Refrain. 

anas i^aj tk S 
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(a) 

rua n»n *?x 
]t>pm nyira i wan "?k 

D^iprr nua i rrrf?yn is 

(b) 

Vts-^K ya'wa nn 

roarm ♦nen aa^y -itDo-^i 

omu pa tya ac->a 

|db>3 rwa-^a i •nat? pa 

(c) 

Dniu a^na i a^n ana 
■una Jiaa-N 1 ? i jruvr ne>p 
opn y\&n-tf? i ^in^ aim 

(d) 

ddwi o»anwn i froim 'mv 
itiw n 1 ? i aniaai an»rra 
naj nrwo I V?p anno 

(e) 

rwaa "tin^n i ^nib* nua 

aw ay i w aaca^on 

pro 1 ? ty i anr-ny ntyan 

Strophe II. 

narnarr*pna amaj to yx \ 
"^n yrmy*?y \ns\rv \ 

(f) 
froirr »nK i *fiv ♦"7-ns 

b>bo nanNo i ♦"? -jron** 

Strophe III. 

oniaj V?w yx ) 
norfro ^a nam i 



Eefraia. 



Eefrain. 
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If the refrains were absent or were not in their present position, it would be 
easier to divide the dirge into two tetrastichs and four tristichs, each of these 
being complete in itself. We have marked these by letters attached to the 
text. The first lines of the tetrastichs (a) and (b) are trimeters ; but the other lines 
are tetrameters, some of them with the caesura evident. The Massoretic text 
reduces the tetrameter lines of the first tetrastich to trimeters and the trimeter to 
a dimeter by the use of the Maqqeph, and in the second tetrastich makes the two 
closing tetrameters into pentameters by omitting the Maqqephs, but this is with- 
out regard to the rhythm. 

In the first tristich (c) the tetrameters are evident with caesuras. In the 
second tristich (d), it is usual to attach DD'^JTO to DITTO 5 this breaks up 
the two tetrameters into three lines, a trimeter, dimeter and trimeter, which is 
hardly likely. Moreover, by arranging as we have done, the caesura appears in 
each line and the thought is stronger and better. In the third tristich (e), the 
caesuras are noticeable. In the fourth tristich (f), we disregard the Massoretic 
accents and restore the lines to their tetrameter form, and thus greatly improve 
the rendering. 

I am distressed for thee, my brother, Jonathan ; 
Thou art sweet to me, thou art very wonderful ; 
Thy love to me, is more than the love of women. 

4. One of the finest odes in the Old Testament is given in Exod. xv. It has 
a refrain which does not appear at the close of the strophes, but is given apart 
from them. It should be placed at the close of the strophes. The strophes 
increase, the second strophe being twice the length of the first, and the third 
strophe three times its length. The refrain is 
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too iw3 1 run*? mm ; 
do nm i lam did [ 

The movement is clearly tetrameter, with the caesura in the midst of each line. 

Strophe I. 

nywh *rm i rr-mon ny 

inJOOINI ON-*f¥7K 1 1.T0N1 ^NTtf 

ids? mrr i rtatftormt mn» 

do m i V?Tn runa-nono 

fpD-oo "uoto i vvfrv nroQi 

ptriM rfrKM itv i id*dd> nnnn 

.too .too-o i mn*? mem ) 

> Eefrain. 

do nan i laa-n did s 
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The caesura is striking in each of these lines. The arrangement agrees with 
the usual division of the lines, except in the second line, which is divided in the 
Massoretic text into two lines, spoiling the movement. Line 6 is a pentameter. 
We find that occasionally at the end of the strophe tetrameters are lengthened to 
pentameters, just as we have seen that they are sometimes shortened to trimeters. 

Strophe II. 

1733 mjo I mrr y>& 

ma f j;in I mrr -p»»» 

-pop DTin i "pijo 3131 

wpz lotow I *pin rfren 

D»D loiyj i ysa nroi 

d» 3^3 1 nonn wsp 

XWH C]TW I 31N "ION 4 

♦trsj lON^on I ^ p 1 ?™ 

HMo^nin nmn pnx 

d> iodd i "]nn3 new 

DHHN D'03 msJlW V?^ 

> Refrain. 

d»3 nan 1 13311 did ) 

There is no departure from the tetrameter movement in this long strophe. 
In most of the lines the caesura is plain. In the Massoretic text, lines 5, 6, 7 are 
changed into trimeters by the misuse of the Maqqeph. 

Strophe III. 

mrr cftta roo3 »o 

t2Hp3 TBO I H303 *0 

x 1 ?*) na>y i rbnn niu 

il^NJ ir-Dp I "]1DH3 rvro 

^tsnp rm-'w i "|r^3 rfrrrj 

p»i» D»ojhyo8> 

fiB^?fl *3t?> I rrrK ^n 

dun ♦di^k i Yji-dj m 

ijn lorre*' I 3nio ^a 
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insi nnow i Dirty ^sn 

pjo iDT i -pmr "run 

mm "py i nay* iy 

mp lruy i nay ny 

*p"?ro to i loyam "man 

mm ntys i -pa^ pn 

7*r lma 1 mm enpo 

r»o roo-»a i mm 1 ? mvDx ; 

DO no") ! 133TI DID 



Refrain. 



In this strophe of eighteen lines there is a single departure from the tetram- 
eter movement. In line 7 the Massoretic text reduces a few of the lines to trim- 
eters by an improper use of the Maqqeph. In the last line mm * s t° b e preferred 
to V)-1K . 

We now have a supplementary line which seems not to have belonged to the 
original poem. It is just such a supplement as we often find in the Psalter. 

-un tfyyh i *f?o» mm 

5. The difference between the tetrameters and trimeters may be seen in Psalm 
lxxxix., where there is a paraphrase of the covenant with David in seven 
strophes of eight trimeter lines each, enclosed in five strophes of twelve tetrame- 
ter lines. We shall give the tetrameter strophes and the opening and closing 
trimeter strophes. 

Strophe I. 

rrvm tir\y i mm hdpt 

♦S3 ywati jmN tti-tj 1 ? 

rua* iDn 0*71^ 'moN-o 

DPO TT010N pn D*DB> 

n'ro 1 ? ma 'ma 

nay in 1 ? was?: 

-pnr pN tfnjny 

r|KDa "ni--n t 7 >rvjai 

mrr nx^a i d»db> rm 

tttsnp ^npa i yuiDN t|K 

mm? *pr I prrtjo ♦o-»a 

d^k ^aa i mm*? hot 
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There are two things to be noticed in this strophe : (1) The caesura is not very 
evident in any of the lines and is not present.in the most of them ; and (2) the four 
lines referring to the covenant with David assume the trimeter movement as a 
preparation for the long paraphrase of the covenant itself. 

Strophe II. 

ran DHsnp-nra py: "?n 

mv vmd to-ty trim 

■poa »d i mox ♦rfw 

7mMD -jruiojo i n> p on 

o»n niKja I ^rio nna 

am "^na nnai nm 

•pnN mre i -jry ynra 

pa i 1 ?-^ I d»»b> ■f? 

ornD' nrw i rn^oi ^an 

ontna rrrw i pan pes 

urv "p^a i poirn -von 

In this strophe most of the lines disclose the caesura. There is no departure 
from the tetrameter movement except in the second line of the traditional text. 
This becomes tetrameter by taking Jllil* from the following line, so that each 
line will have a divine name in the order ^J^ , niiT > flU'Oif *i7 i ?$'? • 

Strophe III. 

yw ovm i "|T ryn 

"|KDa fOO I DfiSJ'Ol plV 

■ps iaip» i now ion 

njmn »jn* i opn new 

pa^rr jib -ma mrr 

ion* "inpisai 
rrrw w mNsn-»a 
wnp onn "proi 

."od'jo 'ants* vntfn 
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This strophe has tetrameter lines mostly with caesuras, until we come to the 
ninth line, which is a half line. This is followed by trimeters, preparing the way 
for the paraphrase. 

Strophe IV. 

prna mai n* 

loani yvDrt? 

naj-ty up ♦nnp 

oyo una ♦nionn 

nay in 'rowo 

vnrwo »tsnp jotn 

loy pan T-ntw* 

moan ynr cpt 

The change of movement here is quite evident. It is obscured by the 
traditional text at the beginning, which reads 

7TDrf? prna man m 

This is quite possible. But a study of the strophe as a whole as compared with 
the following strophes urges to the division of lines that I have made. We now 
omit strophes 6-9 which are all trimeters and give 

Strophe X. 

inv po» nionn 

vanx ^a nnoetr 

lain Tiif a^n-f]« 

non^oa inopn n^i 

nnoo nasrn 

nnuo pN*7 iKDai 

voY?y »o» mvpn 

nsria vty nwn 

This strophe has all trimeter lines except the single dimeter in line five. 

Strophe XI. 

row 1 ? inon i mn* nony 

inon k>k loa lyan 

-nn no i »jin lar 

oiK-'ja-^a nma i nip no- 1 ?;? 
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rno-ntfT tf?i I mrr "inr»o 

•yiN^ TO i WSJ B^D* 
♦JIN D'JB'jnn 7"TDPf fTX 

-pay n*nn i 'jin "or 

mrr "pna iain new 
-jiTtra rvopy isnr? new 

This concluding strophe agrees with the three opening ones in being a 
tetrameter. Many of the lines disclose the caesuras. There is a textual change 
in line three, by inserting ^IN instead of 'J{< , in accordance with line nine. 
The eighth line is the only trimeter. This would become a tetrameter if we 
inserted 1^J{ , the relative, as we must, indeed, in the translation. The "IJJ'N 
is used in lines eleven and twelve. One would expect it here rather than that the 
poet should neglect the regularity of his rhythm. 

There are not so many tetrameters as trimeters and pentameters in Hebrew 
poetry. One of the finest specimens of the tetrameter is the Song of Deborah, 
which is divided into three parts, with three strophes and thirty lines in each part. 
These examples will be sufficient to indicate the various forms of the tetrameter. 
In the next number, I propose to give specimens of the pentameter. 



